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This study explores the meaning Chinese secondary school English language
teachers associate with the grades they assign to their students, and the value
judgements they make in grading. A questionnaire was issued to 350 junior and
senior school English language teachers in China. The questionnaire data were
analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively using Messick’s validity framework. Results of these analyses demonstrate that the meaning of the construct
grade is closely related to two concepts: (1) judgement of students’ work in
terms of effort, fulﬁlment of requirement, and quality; and (2) judgement of students’ learning in terms of academic enablers (i.e. non-achievement factors such
as habit, attitude and motivation that are deemed important for students’ ultimate
achievement), improvement, learning process, as well as achievement. Two
themes concerning these teachers’ values in grading were identiﬁed: appeal to
what is fair and appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students. The teachers were primarily concerned about the consequences of grading on student schooling.
These ﬁndings shed light on understanding the validity of teachers’ grading in
the Chinese context where non-achievement factors are valued.
Keywords: grading; meaning; value; validity

Grading is a complex decision-making process that requires teachers to make value
judgements as to student learning, achievement, and growth. Studies have shown
that teachers tend to consider a hodgepodge of factors such as effort, work habits as
well as achievement when assigning grades (Guskey, 2011; Randall & Engelhard,
2009; Yesbeck, 2011). This is discrepant with the suggestion by the measurement
community that grades should be based on students’ academic achievement or their
mastery of learning standards without including confounding factors such as effort
and work habits (Dyrness & Dyrness, 2008; McMillan, 2008; Merwin, 1989;
O’Connor, 2007; Wormeli, 2006). Brookhart (1991, 1993) suggests that the discrepancy between recommended and actual grading practices is a symptom of a validity
problem that can be best framed by Messick’s (1989) conceptualisation of validity.
Considering teachers’ grading practices in light of Messick’s validity framework
entails exploring the meaning teachers associate with grades, and the value judgements they make when assigning grades, that is, how teachers deﬁne the construct
of grade, that is, their interpretation of what a grade represents, how they think
about grade use and consequences, and what values they place on grades.
*Corresponding author. Email: youyi.sun@queensu.ca
Ó 2013 Taylor & Francis
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From a sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998), the grading
decisions teachers make convey their values, beliefs and assumptions about teaching
and learning, which are rooted in and shaped by the sociocultural and historical
contexts where instruction takes place. In China, public examinations have played a
long, important and yet socially accepted role, and teachers’ grades impact students’
lives in school and beyond (Cheng, 2010). Therefore, it is particularly important to
investigate Chinese teachers’ grading practices. However, empirical studies that
explore Chinese teachers’ grading practices are very limited. Even fewer studies
have attempted to examine the meaning teachers associate with grades and the values they place on grades that may drive their grade interpretation and use in this
context. This study aims to explore the meaning Chinese secondary school English
language teachers associate with grades they assign to their students, and the value
judgements they make in grading. Speciﬁcally, it addresses the following two
research questions:
(1) What meaning is associated with grades assigned by Chinese secondary
school English language teachers?
(2) What kinds of value judgements do these teachers make when assigning their
grades?

Teachers’ grading practices
In the simplest sense, a grade is a type of assessment judgement and ‘grading’ is
the process of assigning a grade. Newton (2007) proposes that grading should not
be discussed as a speciﬁc assessment purpose at the decision level; rather, it
should be considered at the judgement level as purely a standards-referenced
technical process. However, as McMillan (2008) pointed out, even when teachers
use the same grading scale and the same grading guidelines, there is little consistency in teachers’ grading across schools. Teachers vary considerably in terms of
weighting different factors in determining grades and unforeseen unique situations
constantly arise in the classroom setting, which require teachers to make professional decisions.
There is ample evidence derived from studies on classroom teachers’ assessment
and grading practices that grading is a complex decision-making process inﬂuenced
by various internal and external factors. McMillan and Nash (2000) proposed a
model of teachers’ classroom assessment and grading decision-making including
both internal and external inﬂuencing factors. The most salient internal factor was
the teacher’s philosophy of teaching and learning. The major external factors were
identiﬁed as mandated statewide learning factors and high-stakes tests, district grading polices and parents. McMillan and Nash’s (2000) model has been supported by
studies conducted in other contexts. For example, Cheng and colleagues (Cheng,
Rogers, & Hu, 2004; Cheng, Rogers, & Wang, 2008; Cheng & Wang, 2007) compared classroom assessment practices including grading practices by teachers of
English as a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL) in three tertiary institutional
contexts: Canada, Hong Kong and China. Their studies showed that these teachers’
preferences for different methods of assessment and grading were inﬂuenced by the
beliefs they held about assessment, their assessment purposes, their teaching
experiences and educational training, the nature of their instructional contexts such
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as the goal of the programme, class size as well as the dominance of external
large-scale high-stakes standardised testing. Zoeckler (2007) examined how
American high school English language teachers attempted to arrive at a fair grade
while weighting both achievement and non-achievement factors and the role of
teachers’ expectations. Results of this study indicated that grading was inﬂuenced
by the local grading systems, teachers’ perceptions of student effort, and their
concerns for moral development.
McMillan (2008) argued that one of the most difﬁcult issues in grading is how
to deal with non-achievement factors such as effort, work habits and motivation. He
refers to these factors as academic enablers. Teachers tend to consider these nonachievement factors in grading because they are traits that teachers cultivate and
regard as important for students’ ultimate achievement. In a questionnaire survey
with elementary, middle, and high school teachers in the USA, Randall and Engelhard (2010) found that under most circumstances, these teachers abided by the ofﬁcial grading policy of the participating school district, assigning grades based
primarily on achievement. However, in some borderline cases, they rely more heavily on other student characteristics such as motivation, behaviour and effort. Simon,
Chitpin, and Yahya (2010) investigated teacher candidates enrolled in the Bachelor
of Education programme in a Canadian university. Their study found that student
effort, participation, and late or missed assignments were identiﬁed as key concerns
in the participants’ thinking about grading.
Teachers’ values and beliefs about teaching/learning and their considerations of
the purposes and consequences of grading provide a rationale for their grading decision-making. Brookhart’s (2004b) systematic review of literature in classroom
assessment found that the practice of educational assessment occurred at the intersection of three practical bases: instruction, classroom management and classroom
assessment, and at the intersection of three theoretical bases: psychology, sociology
and measurement. She recommended that in order to evaluate the meaning, value,
accuracy, and consistency of classroom assessment information, the intersection nature of classroom assessment should be acknowledged. Using Brookhart’s (2004b)
framework, Simon et al. (2010) found that the pre-service teachers in their study
attached greater importance to assessment for classroom management, student motivation, and social justice purposes, than to support learning. In an earlier paper,
Bishop (1992) argued that teachers cannot act as judges and coaches at the same
time and suggested that teachers should give up the judging role to external assessment and focus on developing mentoring relationships with their students to fully
function as coaches.
Including both achievement and non-achievement factors in grading threatens
the interpretability of the grades assigned by teachers. Brookhart (1991, 1993) suggested that the discrepancy between recommended and teachers’ actual grading
practices is the symptom of a validity problem, that is, teachers’ considerations of
the consequences associated with grades outweigh their considerations of grade
interpretations. Thus, Brookhart (1993) used Messick’s (1989) validity framework
to investigate teachers’ grading practices in terms of the meaning they wish to
convey and the value judgements they make when assigning grades to their students. This study revealed that grades are primarily interpreted as representation of
students’ work and that being fair and developing students’ self-esteem and good
attitudes toward future school work are teachers’ major concerns in grading. However, the limitation of Brookhart’s (1993) study is that all the participants were
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practising teachers enrolled in the Master of Science in Education programme at a
university.
Grading issues have been receiving increasing concerns in recent years among
researchers and educators in the Chinese context. Many of the studies, however,
focused on system-wide evaluation and scoring reforms in large-scale high-stakes
testing (e.g. Guo, 2007; Liu, 2007), comparisons of different grading procedures
such as percentage grading and letter grading (Liu, 2005), and standards-based
grading (e.g. Bian & Shan, 2006). Studies on English language teachers’ day-to-day
grading practices within the Chinese secondary school classroom context are nonexistent. Therefore, it is important to empirically research teachers’ grading practices within the Chinese context. Following Brookhart (1993), this study employs
Messick’s (1989) validity framework to explore the meaning Chinese secondary
school English language teachers associate with grades they assign to their students,
and the value judgements they make in grading.
Applying Messick’s validity framework to grading
Messick’s (1989) validity framework provides one of the most comprehensive, indepth, and elegant discussions of values of score interpretations and consequences
of score uses (McNamara, 2006). It details two interconnected facets of the unitary
validity concept. One facet is the source of justiﬁcation of testing, based on either
appraisal of evidence or consequence. The other facet is the function of the test
score, being either interpretation or use. By crossing these two facets, Messick conceptualised validity with a progressive matrix. Within this matrix, construct validity
(CV) involving score interpretation supported by empirical evidence is the starting
point for all further validity considerations. The scope expands as one moves from
(1) appraisal of evidence for the construct interpretation per se (CV), to (2) appraisal of evidence supportive of test use (relevance and utility), to (3) appraisals of the
value consequences of score interpretation (value implication), and ﬁnally, to (4)
appraisal of the social consequences (SC).
Brookhart (1993) rightly pointed out that, ‘applying Messick’s progressive categories to grades, one can consider the degree to which appraisal of values and consequences of grades use is part of teachers’ reﬂections about their grading practices’
(p. 125). She proposed the following four questions to describe teachers’ reﬂections
about the validity of grades within Messick’s (1989) framework in four progressive
categories:
(1) Construct validity (CV) – What does the grade per se mean?
(2) Relevance/utility (RU) – What does the grade mean when it is assigned to a
student?
(3) Value implications (VI) – What does the grade mean when it is assigned to a
student, and further of what value is it?
(4) Social consequences (SC) – What does the grade mean when it is assigned
to a student, and of what value is it, and even further what will happen
because of it?
In this study, we used these four levels of questions to analyse teachers’ reﬂective
comments on their grading and examine the extent to which they considered values
and consequences of grades.
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Method
Participants
All secondary school English language teachers from 20 schools in ﬁve school districts of a northern city in China were invited to participate in the study. In total,
350 teachers completed the questionnaire (76.1% females; 23.9% males). Most of
the participants were between 26 and 40 years old (26–30 = 23.9%; 31–35 = 31.6%;
36–40 = 21.8%). The participants were teaching in junior (n = 188) and senior
(n = 162) secondary schools, with their teaching experiences ranging from 1 year to
35 years (M = 12.6; SD = 7.1). With regard to level of education, 55.3% hold certiﬁcate/diploma in teaching English as a foreign language, 38% hold a BA or B.Ed.
degree. Among the participants, 33.7% have completed a full course on language
assessment, 32.2% have completed a course in which language assessment was one
of the topics and 24.4% have no training in language assessment in the course of
their academic studies or in-service training. Their mean workload was 9.2 hours
per week (SD = 2.8), with a mean class size of 54.5 (SD = 10.1).

Instrument
The instrument used to collect data in this study was a questionnaire designed in
English with key terms translated into Chinese to ensure the participants’ accurate
understanding of the questionnaire items. The questionnaire was designed based on
previous research on teachers’ assessment and grading practices (Brookhart, 1993;
Frary, Cross, & Weber, 1993; McMillan, Myran, & Workman, 2002). The questionnaire included four sections. The ﬁrst section measures the extent to which teachers
consider different factors in assigning grades on a ﬁve-point scale. The second section measures the extent to which teachers use different types of assessment methods to determine grades, again using a ﬁve-point scale. The third section consists of
three classroom-grading scenarios, each followed by three choices indicating what
the teacher would do in that situation and an open-ended question of ‘Why did you
make this choice’ to explore the meaning and values associated with grades
assigned by teachers within the context of the scenario. The three scenarios are
included in Tables 2–4. These scenarios represent common grading contexts for
classroom teachers – effort/ability, missing work, and improvement – and have been
used and validated in previous studies (Brookhart, 1993; Manke & Loyd, 1990).
Participants responded to these scenarios in two ways: ﬁrst, with multiple-choice
responses indicating what they would do in each of the scenarios; second, with constructed responses providing the rationale as to why they grade in a certain fashion.
The participants answered these questions either in English or in Chinese. The
Chinese responses were translated into English by the researchers. The last section
of the questionnaire included eight items gathering demographic data of the participants (gender and age) and background information related to teaching (educational
qualiﬁcation, teaching experience, grade level taught, workload, class size and training in assessment). The questionnaire was piloted with 15 secondary school English
language teachers in China and some minor modiﬁcations were made based on the
teachers’ feedback and item analyses.1 Findings from the ﬁrst two sections of the
questionnaire showed that these teachers of English considered both achievement
and non-achievement factors in grading, placing greater weight on non-achievement
factors such as effort, homework and study habits, and that they employed multiple
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types of assessment methods, including performance and project-based assessment,
teacher self-developed assessment, as well as paper and pencil tests for grading.
Both internal and external factors such as the grade level teachers taught, the assessment training they had received, and their class size affect different aspects of their
grading decision-making. This paper focuses on reporting on the results of the third
section – the meaning teachers associate with grades they assign to their students,
and the value judgements they make in grading. This section represents a different
construct of grading from the previous two sections of the questionnaire, that is, the
value judgement of teachers’ decision-making through grading. It is through those
scenarios that teachers’ decision-making was captured and portrayed.
Data collection
Two English inspectors2 of the city, one for junior secondary school and the other for
senior secondary school, helped contact the teachers of English from 20 schools in
ﬁve school districts in the city and mailed them the questionnaires as well as the letter
of information and the consent form of the study for research ethics. Teachers were
informed that their participation was entirely voluntary and were assured that their
responses would be conﬁdential and that the information they provided would not be
used for identiﬁcation. Participants took approximately 30 minutes to complete the
questionnaire in their ofﬁces. The completed questionnaires were mailed to the two
inspectors and were collected by the researchers. The return rate was 89.2%.
Data analysis
Using Messick’s (1989) validity framework, constructed responses were coded in
terms of four progressive categories regarding different aspects of validity: CV, RU,
VI, and SC. Table 1 explains the four categories of the validity matrix with examples from the data of this study. Given that Messick’s framework is a progressive
matrix, a score of 1–4 (1 = CV, 2 = RU, 3 = VI, 4 = SC) was assigned to each
response to each hypothetical grading scenario. These four categories are hierarchical in nature, that is, if the response in one category such as SC was evident, then
usually the response also included thinking in the previous three categories up to
that point (CV, RU and VI). Thus, a score was assigned to a response according to
the highest level of category reﬂected in it. For example, a response that included
consideration of RU usually included consideration of CV. Thus, a score of 2 would
be assigned to the response. The constructed responses were scored by the two
researchers and disagreements were resolved by discussion. In this article, scores
will be used to indicate these values assigned to the teachers’ responses to the
question, ‘Why did you make this choice’ after each scenario. The scores indicate
teachers’ considerations in grading in terms of the four categories (CV, RU, VI and
SC), both categorically and hierarchically, in Messick’s progressive matrix. Each
response received one score. An aggregated score was not computed for each
teacher because the purpose of this scoring is to categorise the responses for the
follow-up chi-square tests and qualitative analysis. Choices will be used to refer to
the multiple-choice responses, A, B, or C, to the scenarios, which indicate what the
teacher would do in each scenario. Descriptive statistics analyses were performed
for the choices and the scores. The median and the mode of the scores for each of
the scenarios were calculated to show the extent to which the teachers in general
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Table 1. Examples of the validity matrix categories and explanations.
Category Example
CV
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RU

VI

SC

Explanation

No pains, no gains. Because she did
not make a serious effort in class, her
grade will naturally be low

This is a response to a scenario about
a student working below ability. This
teacher thinks effort is a part of the
construct that grades are designed to
measure
If a student doesn’t have a right attitude This is a response to a scenario about
a student not turning in homework.
in learning, he will never make any
This teacher thinks attitude and
progress. Homework assignments can
homework are parts of the construct
help a student to learn what he has
(CV), and is looking for relevance of
been taught. If he doesn’t do
the evidence for the construct in
homework, he can’t master the
relation to progress and mastery of
knowledge
knowledge (RU)
In my opinion, the students’ grades are This is a response to a scenario about
based on quizzes, tests, and homework a student not turning in homework.
assignments. It is the grading policy. If This teachers thinks quizzes, tests, and
assignments are all parts of the
one student can't complete one of the
construct (CV), is considering the
tasks, we should not ignore it. Instead,
relevance of the evidence to the
we should give him an objective and
fair evaluation. If not, it is unfair to the grading policy and in relation to other
students (RU), and considering the
other good students who can be
fairness of grading (VI)
assigned ‘C’ or ‘D’ and who can turn
in homework on time and in time
This is a response to a scenario about
I would give him a B based on his
improvement because it is good for his a student not turning in homework.
This teacher thinks a grade reﬂects
future learning. I believe improvement
is more important than a single grade in improvement (CV), is considering the
relevance of the evidence to learning
the exam for student learning. If he
gets a B this time, I think he will work (RU), reﬂecting on her belief (VI), and
considering a potential consequence
harder in the future
would be continued effort (SC)

considered different aspects of validity in the grading situation. χ2 tests were conducted for each of the three scenarios to examine whether teachers’ grading decision-making as indicated by their choices (A, B or C) in the three scenarios varied
by their considerations of different aspects of validity as indicated by their response
scores. Qualitative analysis was further performed within each of the four categories
(CV, RU, VI and SC) using the constant comparative method (Strauss, 1987), that
is, all of the responses with the same score value across all the three scenarios were
examined comparatively to identify concepts concerning teachers’ interpretations of
grades and considerations of grade uses and the associated consequences in the
context of this study.
Results
Scenario choices and scores
Results about the scenario choices and scores are reported in Tables 2–4. Each of
the tables includes (1) the scenario; (2) the frequency and percentage of each
choice; (3) the median and mode of the scores indicating the four categories in
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Messick’s (1989) framework; (4) the chi square results; and (5) the crosstabulation
table from the chi square analysis.
Scenario 1 in Table 2 is about working to ability as deﬁned in Brookhart’s
(1993) study. The student Wang Hong with higher ability has made minimal effort,
but the quality of her work is reasonably good. In this situation, 123 (42.1%) of the
teachers would lower her grade (Choice B), and 100 (34.2%) of them would raise
her grade (Choice C). The number of teachers who would grade Wang Hong on the
basis of her work quality (Choice A) is relatively small (n = 69; 23.6%). A total number of 292 constructed responses to this scenario were scored using Messick’s
(1989) matrix. One hundred and nineteen (40.8%) out of the total responses were
assigned 4 (SC), 108 (37%) assigned 2 (RU), and the numbers of responses assigned
1 (CV) and 3 (VI) are 31 (10.6%) and 34 (11.6%) respectively. The chi-square
results show a signiﬁcant association between the teachers’ considerations of the four
validity aspects and their choices in the scenario, χ2 (6) = 42.91, p < .001. In terms of
the effect size, Cramer’s V = .27, p < .001. In this high-ability and low-effort
scenario, teachers who would lower the grade tended to provide RU and SC explanations; those who would raise the grade tended toward SC; further, those who would
grade on quality gave all different explanations across CV, RU, VI, and SC.
Scenario 2 in Table 3 is about missing work. The student Li Wen has consistently received a D on each of the tests and his grades on the quizzes ranged from
60% (D) to 75% (C). He did not turn in his homework. In this situation, 125
(43.7%) of the teachers would use a straight average and assign Li Wen an F
(Choice A). Ninety-two (32.2%) of the teachers would assign Li Wen a D based on
Table 2. Results for scenario 1 (working to ability).
Scenario 1
Wang Hong, one of the students in your class, has high academic ability, as shown by her
previous work, test results, reports of other teachers, and your own observations. As you
look over her work for the grading period, you realise two things: the quality of her work is
above average for the class, but the work does not represent the best that she could do. The
effort she has shown has been minimal, but, because of her high ability, her work has been
reasonably good. In this situation, you would:
N

%

69

23.6 A. Grade Wang Hong on the quality of her work in comparison to the class,
without being concerned about the amount of work that she has done
123 42.1 B. Lower Wang Hong’s grade because she did not make a serious effort in your
class; she could have done better work
100 34.2 C. Assign Wang Hong a higher grade to encourage her to work harder
Why did you make this choice? median score = 3; mode score = 4.
χ2 = 42.91, df = 6, p < .001; Cramer’s V = .27, p < .001.
Score
Choice

1 = CV

2 = RU

3 = VI

4 = SC

Total

A. On quality
B. Lower grade
C. Raise grade
Total

17
9
5
31

21
58
29
108

15
6
13
34

16
50
53
119

69
123
100
292
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Table 3. Results for scenario 2 (missing work).
Scenario 2
You are the English teacher of a class with varying ability levels. During this grading
period, the students’ grades are based on quizzes, tests, and homework assignments. Li Wen
has not turned in any homework assignments despite your frequent reminders. His grades on
the quizzes have ranged from 60% to 75%, and he received a D on each of the tests. In this
situation, you would:
N

%

125 43.7 A. Assign Li Wen a grade of 0 for the homework assignments and include this
in the grade, thus giving him an average of F for the grading period
92 32.2 B. Ignore the missing homework assignments and assign Li Wen a D
69 24.1 C. Ignore the missing homework and assign Li Wen a C
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Why did you make this choice? median score = 2; mode score = 2.
χ2 = 19.32, df = 6, p < .05; Cramer’s V = .18, p = .004.
Score
Choice

1 = CV

2 = RU

3 = VI

4 = SC

Total

A. Assign an F
B. Assign a D
C. Assign a C
Total

11
9
3
23

50
58
27
135

27
8
14
49

37
17
25
79

125
92
69
286

his test grades (Choice B). The number of teachers who would assign Li Wen a relatively higher grade C based on his quiz grades (Choice C) is relatively small
(n = 69; 24.1%). In terms of the score, about half (47.2%) of the responses (n = 135)
of the total 286 responses were assigned 2 (RU), 79 (27.6%) assigned 4 (SC), and
the numbers of responses assigned 1 (CV) and 3 (VI) are 23 (8.0%) and 49
(17.1%) respectively. The chi-square results show a signiﬁcant association between
the teachers’ considerations of the four validity aspects and their choices in the scenario, χ2 (6) = 19.32, p < .05. A lower effect size was found (Cramer’s V = .18,
p = .004). In this missing work scenario, irrespective of what grading decisions
teachers would make (assigning 0, ignoring the missing work with a D or a C), RU
is the explanation teachers tended to focus on.
Scenario 3 is about improvement, where the student Zhang Lin improved from
a D on the ﬁrst exam to a C on the second one. In this scenario, 86.8% of the
teachers (n = 237) would assign a higher grade B to Zhang Lin, noting his improvement (Choice B). Less than 10% of the teachers (n = 27) would use an average
grade of C (Choice A), and even fewer (n = 9; 3.3%) teachers would grade Zhang
Lin on the quality of his work (Choice C). A total number of 273 responses to this
scenario were scored using Messick’s (1989) matrix. One hundred and thirteen
(41.4%) out of the total responses were assigned 4 (SC), 93 (34.1%) assigned 2
(RU), and the numbers of responses assigned 1 (CV) and 3 (VI) are 28 (10.3%)
and 39 (14.3%) respectively. The chi square results show a signiﬁcant association
between the teachers’ considerations of the four validity aspects and their choices in
the scenario, χ2 (6) = 29.19, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .23, p < .001. In this scenario of
improvement, a dominant majority of teachers would make a decision to reward the
student’s improvement and they tended to focus on SC (Table 4).
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Table 4. Results for Scenario 3 (improvement).
Scenario 3
You are the English teacher of a class which consists of students with varying ability levels.
For this class you give two exams in each term. As you compute Zhang Lin’s grade for this
term, you see that on the ﬁrst exam, he obtained a score equivalent to a D and on the
second exam, a B. In this situation, you would:
N

%

27

9.9

A. Assign Zhang Lin an overall grade of C, which is the average of his scores
on the two exams
237 86.8 B. Assign Zhang Lin an overall grade of B, noting that there was improvement
in his performance
9
3.3 C. Grade Zhang Lin on the quality of his work in comparison to the class,
without being concerned about his improvement
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Why did you make this choice? median score = 3; mode score = 4.
χ2 = 29.19, df = 6, p < .001; Cramer’s V = .23, p < .001.
Score
Choice

1 = CV

2 = RU

3 = VI

4 = SC

Total

A. Assign a C
B. Assign a B
C. On quality
Total

6
20
2
28

7
84
2
93

11
26
2
39

3
107
3
113

27
237
9
273

Across the three scenarios, the frequencies of SC and RU are higher than those
of CV and VI. All the values of the chi-square statistics are signiﬁcant, indicating
that the teachers’ considerations of the four aspects of validity have a signiﬁcant
effect on their grading decision-making. However, the effect sizes across the three
scenarios are all relatively low, ranging from .18 to .27.
Substantive comments
All the responses to the question ‘Why did you make this choice’ that were
assigned the same score value (1 = CV, 2 = RU, 3 = VI, 4 = SC) across all the three
scenarios were compared qualitatively. There were 82 responses in the CV category,
336 in the RU category, 122 in the VI category, and 311 responses in the SC
category. The qualitative analysis of the responses within each category revealed
some major concepts concerning the teachers’ considerations of the four validity
categories: CV, RU, VI, and SC in the context of this study.
Construct validity
The responses that were scored 1 (CV) across the three scenarios reﬂect simply the
meaning of grades that the teachers assign. The most prominent concept revealed
by analysis of these responses is that a grade is a form of reward to students for
work done. Teachers make decisions about the reward based on three aspects: (1)
students’ effort; (2) work quality; and (3) fulﬁlment of requirement. For example,
when explaining why he chose to lower Wang Hong’s grade in Scenario 1, a
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teacher commented: ‘The reason is simple. Because she did not make a serious
effort in class. Her grade should represent the effort she made’. A teacher graded
Zhang Lin in Scenario 3 based on the quality of his work rather than his test scores
and emphasised, ‘Good test results always belong to the past. We should grade him
on the quality of his work because to a student, the most important thing is the
quality of homework’. In Scenario 2, a teacher assigned Li Wen an F because of
the missing work and explained that, ‘Homework assignment is a requirement, and
Li Wen did not fulﬁll this requirement. If Li Wen had turned in homework assignments, he would get a higher grade’.
Another prominent concept that emerged from the responses of the CV category
is that grade is a reﬂection of the academic enablers (McMillan, 2008). These enablers include cognitive and affective-oriented attitudes and behaviours. For example,
a teacher chose to assign Li Wen a 0 for the missing homework in Scenario 2,
‘because the missing work suggests he does not have a serious attitude toward
study, and the grade should reﬂect a student’s study attitude and his attitude toward
the subject’. Another teacher who made the same choice in the scenario made a
similar comment: ‘A student who always doesn’t ﬁnish his homework shows that
his attitude to learning and the habit of learning is not very good’. In Scenario 1, a
teacher chose to assign the student a higher grade, ‘because Wang Hong has high
ability. So she should get good grades, and we can give her high marks’. The rationale a teacher provided for his decision to ignore Li Wen’s missing work and assign
him a D in Scenario 2 is that ‘homework isn’t the only or the most important way
to evaluate his ability’.
For many teachers, grade has self-referenced meaning. They graded the students
based on their improvement/progress or ability. A teacher chose to assign Zhang
Lin a C in Scenario 3 based on the average of his two scores on the two exams,
but offered this rationale: ‘Because on his ﬁrst exam, he got a D, but on the second
exam, he got a B. That means he made great progress’. Some teachers interpreted
the grades they assigned as a general evaluation of the students and/or their learning. For example, a teacher chose to assign Zhang Lin a grade based on his average score because ‘this will provide a comprehensive evaluation of the student’.
Another teacher chose to assign Li Wen a grade of 0 for the missing homework in
Scenario 2 because she thought ‘it is the learning process that is really important’.
Yet other teachers simply interpreted the grade as a calculated score, as demonstrated in a teacher’s reﬂection on his decision to assign Li Wen a D: ‘because I
think the grade is the total grade including the quizzes, tests, the student’s doing
activities and assignment’. Only a small number of teachers interpreted the grade in
terms of students’ achievement. A teacher who assigned Li Wen an F because of
the missing homework commented that, ‘homework is a good way of checking the
knowledge that the students mastered, so we cannot ignore it when we grade
the students’.
The above ﬁndings are consistent with the results from the ﬁrst two sections of
the questionnaire. For example, the teachers were found to consider both achievement and non-achievement factors in grading, placing greater weight on nonachievement factors such as effort, homework and study habits. Analyses of the ﬁrst
two sections of the questionnaire also showed that both internal and external factors
such as the grade level teachers teach, the assessment training they have received,
and their class size, affect their considerations of different factors in their grading
decision-making. The following results from the qualitative analyses of the teachers’
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responses under the RU, VI and SC categories provide further evidence as to why
they consider these factors.
Relevance/utility
The responses that were scored 2 (RU) reﬂect both what the teachers think grades
mean and where they would look for conﬁrming evidence of the use of their
grades. These responses show that the teachers think that grades are relevant to and
useful for a variety of functions. For example, a teacher commented in Scenario 2:
‘As a teacher, we’d better give our students many chances to study. Let them feel
happy. We should encourage them as much as possible’.
The function of grading that was most often mentioned in the teachers’
responses was encouragement. For example, in explaining her decision in Scenario
3, a teacher wrote, ‘I want to give more encouragements to the students. Students
need more encouragement in their study’. Similarly, another teacher in Scenario 1
commented, ‘I think giving encouragement to students is very important during the
teaching procedure. Let students feel that they can do it’. Reminder is another grading function that has been mentioned by 28 teachers, for example, ‘I want to
remind her of the importance of doing her homework’; ‘I would lower Wang
Hong’s grade to remind her to realise what she should do in future’; and ‘This is a
way, in my opinion, to remind Wang Hong to make a serious effort and try to get
Grade A’. Some teachers, particularly those who decided to lower the students’
grades, mentioned the function of grading as warning. For example, a teacher who
decided to lower Wang Hong’s grade in Scenario 1 said:
To let her know that although she has got a good result this time, she may fail next
time if she doesn’t study harder. Those who have a better attitude are more likely to
do things well. So every student can succeed if he is hard-working.

Value implication
The responses scored 3 (VI) revealed some value statements about grade interpretation in the teachers’ comments. Two themes emerged from these statements. One
theme is the appeal to what is fair. When explaining why a teacher chose to grade
Wang Hong on the quality of her work in Scenario 1, the teacher commented:
Justice is justice. Although she has high academic ability, her work doesn’t represent
the best she could do. I won’t choose B or C, which just make a lower or higher
grade. That’s not fair. I just consider the quality, especially after being compared with
the other students in the same class.

Within this theme, fair is the word that was used most often. ‘Students need fair
treatment’, one teacher wrote when explaining her choice in Scenario 2. Many
teachers also emphasised students’ obligations in their comments. For example,
when reﬂecting her grading decision in Scenario 2, a teacher commented ‘as a student, he should also do his homework on time. It’s his duty’. Similarly, another teacher said, ‘As a student, he or she ought to ﬁnish the homework on time, but Li
Wen didn’t manage to do so. I hope Li Wen could think over about it and study
harder’.
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The other theme is the appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students, which reveals
the teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning. There are three subthemes under
this theme: (1) teachers should encourage students; (2) teachers should be strict with
their students; and (3) learning is a progressive process. Encouragement is a
response that was used in many comments, particularly when teachers would assign
a higher grade to the student. These comments go beyond the relevance of grades
to encouraging students as commented under the category of RU and such comments explicitly express the teachers’ belief about the value of using grades to
encourage students. In a sense, encouragement is reinforced in VI. ‘Encouragement
is much better than punishment in my opinion’. This is the rationale a teacher provided for her choice in Scenario 2. Also many teachers emphasised that ‘we should
be strict with the students, especially those who have high ability’, and ‘being strict
with the student is good for him’, particularly when teachers decided to lower the
student’s grade. Further, a teacher made the following comments on students’ progress when reﬂecting on her decision in Scenario 3:
Nothing is better than improvement Zhang Lin has made. Each teacher must be glad
to see the students’ improvement, which is the real happiness for the teacher. What’s
more, the more encouragement the students obtain from the teacher, the more rapid
progress the students will make. So we should look at every student from a progressive perspective, even though his current performance is not as good.

Social consequences
The responses scored 4 (SC) reﬂect the teachers’ considerations of the consequences of giving a particular grade. Most of the responses focus on consequences
on student schooling. Three categories of school consequences were most often
used in the teachers’ comments: change in student effort (e.g. ‘I want to encourage
him and let him realise his improvement. In the future, he would make every effort
on study’); continued improvement/progress (e.g. ‘if the student has made great progress, we should let him see this so that he can make greater progress’); and change
in student attitude (e.g. ‘in the present era, all the children have high self-esteem.
As teachers we should pay attention to it. I graded her on the quality of her work
in comparison to the class in order to let her be of high self-esteem and then she
will be more conﬁdent’).
Some responses referred to consequences on students beyond their schooling. A
number of teachers mentioned that assigning students a higher grade may let them
feel loved and increase their self-esteem. Six teachers mentioned the relationship
between teachers’ grading and students’ future success, for example:
Everything and everyone is not perfect, a student included. So as for a teacher, I think
I should give him/her a chance and help him or her create his/her conﬁdence. One
day, she/he will make a success in her/his life.

A good number of comments referred to consequences of grading on other students,
for example, ‘because homework is an important part during the grading period. If
I ignore his missing homework, other students will follow him. That’s not a good
example. So I choose to give him an average of F’, and ‘in this way, I can make
every student obey the class rules. And have a good habit of studying’.
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Discussion
This study investigated the meaning Chinese secondary school English language
teachers associate with grades they assign to their students, the value judgements
they make as well as their considerations of consequences in grading. Using
Messick’s (1989) validity framework, the extent to which these teachers engage in
value judgements in their grading practices was examined. The rationales teachers
provided for their choices in the three scenarios reﬂected their considerations of the
four aspects of validity (CV, RU, VI, and SC) in a hierarchical and progressive
manner. The chi square results indicate that these considerations have signiﬁcant
inﬂuences on the teachers’ grading decision-making. Descriptive statistics of the
scores further suggest that across all the three scenarios, grade use and the associated consequences were primary concerns of these Chinese secondary school
English language teachers, especially for Scenario 1 (high-ability and low-effort)
and Scenario 3 (improvement). When assigning grades to students with high-ability
and low-effort, teachers may raise or lower the grade considering the consequences
such as change in student effort and/or attitude. When assigning grades to students
who have made improvement, teachers may raise the grade considering the consequences such as continued improvement and/or change in attitude. Related to consequences are teachers’ considerations of the RU of grades. For example, in Scenario
3, teachers may choose to lower the grade based on their considerations of the
function of grade as a reminder to the student of the importance of completing
homework. These ﬁndings conﬁrm Brookhart’s (1991, 1993) suggestion that
validity of classroom teachers’ grading should be considered within Messick’s
validity framework and our study supports her argument that teachers’ considerations of the consequences associated with grades outweigh their considerations of
grade interpretations.
Results from the qualitative analysis of the teachers’ comments in the CV
category show that for these Chinese teachers, the meaning of their grades (the
construct of grade) is closely related to two concepts: (1) judgement of students’
work in terms of effort, fulﬁlment of requirement, and quality; and (2) judgement
of students’ learning in terms of academic enablers, improvement, learning process,
as well as achievement. ‘Thus, achievement is part of the construct, but not the
whole of it’ (Brookhart, 1993, p. 139). Our ﬁnding is also consistent with the
conclusion of previous studies that teachers consider a variety of factors in their
grading (Guskey, 2011; Randall & Engelhard, 2009; Yesbeck, 2011). However, in
the context of this study, particular weighting seems to be given to effort. Such a
ﬁnding is not surprising within the Chinese context, where learning is believed to
depend upon effort rather than ability (Wang, 2008).
The analysis of value implications (VI) demonstrated in the teachers’ reﬂections
on their grading choices revealed two themes: the appeal to what is fair and the
appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students. These two themes are closely related to
the dual roles teachers play: judges and coaches (Bishop, 1992; Wilson, 1996). As
judges, they appeal to what is fair, giving priority to fairness, justice and objectiveness of their judgement-making in the grading practice. As coaches, mentors, or
advocates for students, they appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students, building in
considerations of encouragement, strictness and improvement/progress through
grading. The teachers’ choices in the three scenarios indicate that in their grading
practice, they mix these two types of roles differently for different students. For
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example, while in Wang Hong’s scenario, where a high-ability student made minimal effort, the largest number of teachers would lower her grade, in Zhang Lin’s
scenario, most of the teachers would assign him a higher grade because of the
improvement. Encouragement and improvement/progress have also been identiﬁed
as important considerations in teachers’ grading in other contexts (e.g. Brookhart,
1993); however, strictness may be a particularly important consideration in the Chinese context under study here. These considerations are a reﬂection of the assessment purposes in this context as suggested by Cheng et al. (2004, 2008). It is
important to note that these VI also contribute to the meaning the teachers associated with grades. Appeal to what is fair is related to the concept that a grade is a
form of reward to students for work done while appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students is related to the concept that a grade is a reﬂection of the academic enablers
and has self-referenced meanings.
The analyses of the VI and SC demonstrated in the teachers’ reﬂections on their
grading choices show that students’ learning and development are the major
concerns of the Chinese secondary English language teachers in this study. This
again reﬂects the value associated with the appeal to what is beneﬁcial for students.
The speciﬁc categories of the consequences, such as a change in effort, continued
progress, and a change in attitude, perfectly map onto the CV of grades. Therefore,
in teachers’ grading, the distinction between grade interpretation and grade use is
blurred (Brookhart, 1993), and grading is not a value-free technical process of
assessment as proposed by Newton (2007).
To highlight, ﬁndings of this study are consistent with results from previous
studies on teachers’ grading practices in other contexts. However, teachers in this
study attach more importance to effort, encouragement and strictness in their
grading. This reﬂects the signiﬁcant pastoral role teachers assume in the Chinese
learning culture in contrast to the more task-oriented instructional role of the
teachers in the North American instructional context (Biggs & Watkins, 2001). In
China, the teacher’s role about educating students as an all-rounded person is more
emphasised, especially at the K-12 school level. A Chinese teacher is often deemed
as a mentor, a role model, an authority and a parent who takes care of intellectual,
emotional, and affectionate needs of the students (Cortazzi & Jin, 1997).
Conclusion
Grading is one of the most challenging aspects in teaching for teachers to do well
(Brookhart, 2004a; Cheng & Wang, 2007). It is a complex and value-laden
decision-making process that requires teachers to make professional judgements
within the context where instruction takes place. Teachers make these judgements
based on the values they hold about their grades, which are in turn associated with
the multiple roles they play in the sociocultural context. This study has addressed
such complexity using Messick’s (1989) validity framework. To further address the
discrepancy between the recommended and teachers’ actual grading practices and to
address the dilemma teachers face in grading, a thorough understanding from the
sociocultural perspective of the values teachers hold and the roles they play in
particular social, cultural and educational contexts is extremely important.
This study, small in scale and within one particular local context in Northern
China, has provided some initial yet important insights into teachers’ judgement
and decision-making in their grading practice. In order to fully understand such an
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important aspect of teachers’ assessment practices, larger studies with multi-phased
design and studies at different levels of instructional context ought to be conducted.
Regardless, the ﬁndings from this study add to our understanding of teacher grading
and have important implications for investigating the grading practices of teachers
of English elsewhere in China and around the world.
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Notes
1. Teachers were asked to review the questionnaire items for clarity, accuracy, and completeness. Appropriate revisions were made with the ﬁne-tuning of the wording and
three items were deleted from the questionnaire.
2. English inspectors in China are trained curriculum consultants in the education departments at provincial or municipal levels. They are responsible for assisting teachers and
students in their teaching, learning and preparation for the exams, and are also involved
in teacher training at different levels.
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